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to meet with any difficult points, I fret not my selfe about
them, but after I have given them a charge or two, I leave
them as I found them. Should I earnestly plod upon them,
I should loose both time and my selfe, for I have a skipping
wit.. . .1 doe nothing without blithenesse."

/ doe nothing without blithenesse might be taken as a motto
for the discursive essayist. It is far from implying archness,
superficiality or facetiousness In the resultant essay. What It
indicates is enjoyment in the writer, and the feeling, not of
mental strain, but of a mental holiday that will allow him to
roam, free of all legalised procedure, over his book-shelves and
through his meadows, collecting an odd volume or a medi-
tative comment as he pleases. Whether the subject that conies
up be "vain and idle" or "noble and out-worne", he neither
rejects it nor exhausts it. There are a thousand ways of dealing
with every subject, and each particular way may seem to be
the best. It is not even strictly necessary to be burdened with
an opinion if curious matter and a graceful manner will play
substitute. As an example, take Montaigne's discourse (just
before " Cowardice the Mother of Cruelty *y) upon < < Thumbs'*.
The subject strikes us as unpromising. Had not Slawkenbergius
on Noses a more genial task? However, Montaigne dips into
the classics (as usual), and finds a report that barbarous kings
would tie two thumbs together to confirm a covenant, wring-
ing them till the blood came and then pricking them. Without
commenting on such behaviour (condemnation is reserved
for the next essay) he passes to further curious facts without
the sting. In Rome It was a sign of favour to kiss the thumbs
and of disfavour or disgrace to turn them outward. An echo
unborn when Montaigne wrote sounds In the reader's ears
immediately:

"I will bite my thumb at them; which is a disgrace to them, if
they bear it."

"Do you bite your thumb at us, sir?"
"I do bite my thumb, sir."

But the next paragraph tells us that " Lacedaemon masters